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The author presents epidemiologic evidence supporting the notion ofwater as an importantfactor
in disease transmission and causation. In the disease process itself, water probably plays a minor
medical role, but it has major subjective importance. Secondly, he argues tliat water is a strong symbol
for the life cycle and the process ofre-creation. TJie meaning that water gains as a potential contribu-
tor to the healing process needs to be examined more systematically. Thirdly, his hypotheses are that
water is a carrier of both therapeutic mechanism and meaning, and that the importance ofmechanism
to cure is secondary to the importance ofmeaning to healing. One reason for this might be that one of
water's metaphoric facets is tliat it provides a symbolic link between the human and the divine.
As the rain and the snow come down
from heaven,
and do not return there until they
have watered the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread
to the eater,
so shall my word be that goes out from
my mouth.
-Isaiah 55: 10-11
Introduction
This essay deals with the issue of water in
health and sickness, in healing and, especially,
in re-creation. The goal is to begin sketch-
ing, by use of examples, a framework intended
for use in future research.
I begin with two brief terminologic notes.
For the purpose of this paper, I would like to
define "recovery" as the restoration of health
from sickness. With regard to the body (how-
ever defined). I call this cure\ with regard to
the soul and mind (however defined), I call
this healing. Thus, recovery includes both
cure and healing. Obviously. I do not view
body and soul/mind as separate, but as inte-
grated entities, with aspects of the body be-
ing part of the soul/mind and vice versa.
When using the word "re-creation," I wish
to refer to the process of creating somebody
anew, somebody who had already been cre-
ated some time ago, but is now detached from
at least some of the results of this initial cre-
ative process, for example, by disease. I use
the term to allude to the idea that there is more
to re-laxation than only re-storation. namely,
the process of repeating creation, of bringing
something about anew.
Water in Disease and Recovery
Water plays a role in disease and recov-
ery with regard to at least three aspects: as a
determinant of disease causation, as a con-
tributor to some of the bodily changes associ-
ated with sickness, and as a factor involved
in the recovery from disease.
Water and disease causation
In the first chapter of his classic text on
the history of public health, George Rosen lists
the five major characteristics of community
life that are related to health and disease: (1)
the control of transmissible disease. (2) sani-
tation, (3) the provision of water and food in
good quality and quantity, (4) the provision
of medical care, and (5) relief of disability
and destitution. ' Water is an essential part of
at least the first three, if not all five of these
points.
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Indeed, water has been known for millen-
nia to play a role in disease occurrence and
causation. With his essay. "On airs, waters,
and places ..." (ca. 400 BCE), Hippocrates
offered the first known treatise on the causal
The rhythms ofhuman life are often com-
pared to the rhythms ofnature, ofwhich
the rhythms ofthe waters are an important
part; imagine the emotional appeal ofthe
rich imagery ofthe tides going hack and
forth, the sunshine and rain coming and
going, the drying-up and refilling ofrivers
with the changing seasons
relations between environmental factors and
disease. In it, he has lengthy passages on the
potential health hazards associated with wa-
ters of all sorts. ~
A more recent story that is part of every
introductory course in modem epidemiology
is that related by John Snow (1813-1858),
who linked the number of deaths in specific
quarters of London during the 1854 cholera
epidemic to the location of water uptake
from the River Thames.^ Snow thereby
identified the source of the disease by cor-
rectly interpreting the observation that more
deaths occurred in households supplied with
water from the lower Thames than in those
whose water came from the upper Thames.
He suggested that a living organism was
transmitted by water from the excrements
of the diseased through the alimentary tracts
of the healthy. It remains unclear if the dis-
ease outbreak had already came to its end
before or only after Snow had removed the
handle from the public water pump on
London's Broad Street. Of note, all this hap-
pened fully thirty years before Robert Koch
isolated Vibrio cholerae, offering support for
Snow's theory.
Roles for water in disease
Our bodies consist of water— at least, in
large part. Therefore, fluid imbalances play
an important role in health and disease. Ex-
tremes are increased water loss (dehydration)
and overload (hyperhydration; or in tissue,
edema). Both bring dramatic changes in the
constitution of the diseased body, which—
I- above and beyond the
limitations to body
function during dis-
ease—further contrib-
ute to the changes in
body appearance,
thereby affecting a
person's self-percep-
tion when sick. Appar-
ently, water imbal-
ances are very impor-
tant subjectively and in
pathogenesis but prob-
ably play a minor
medical role, since they are therapeutically
often rather easily dealt with.
Water in healing and re-creation
Of utmost importance in the context of this
conference is that water can be an integral part
of recovery, the process of healing and cure.
Hippocrates, for example, has the following
words on the contribution of water towards
health:
Whoever wishes to drink the most
suitable for any disease, may accom-
plish his purpose by attending to the
following directions: To persons whose
bellies are hard and easily burnt up, the
sweetest, the lightest, and the most
limpid waters will be proper; but those
persons whose bellies are soft, loose,
and pituitous, should choose the
hardest, those kinds that are most crude,
and the saltiest. . . ; for such waters as
are adapted for boiling, and are of a
very solvent nature, naturally loosen
readily and melt down the bowels; but
such as are intractable, hard, and by no
means proper for boiling, these rather
bind and dry up the bowels. **
However one wishes to translate this kind
of advice into postmodern biomedical lingo,
it clearly shows that water was considered a
potent health adjuvant even millennia before
our time. The washing of the sick body to
maintain hygiene and to prevent further dam-
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age, the nurse documenting patients' water
intake and output to assure maintenance of
its equilibrium, the wet tissue on the forehead
to cool the feverish— these are examples of
the various roles that water plays in the care
for the sick.
Before I offer additional reflections, let me
briefly examine whether there are good data
supporting the claim that water heals. His-
torically, balneotherapy had its place in medi-
cine, including the use of fountains and baths.
Father Kneipp's water cure,^ and the con-
sumption of mineral water as a health drink.
The current interest in so-called " alternative"
therapies that flourish in response to what
some consider the arrogance of modem bio-
medicine also covers balneo- and hydro-
therapy.
On at least two levels, an increased usage
of water in medical and physio-therapy can be
observed. First, consider the growing public
interest in spa activities, a symbol of both
health and wealth, since it shows not only that
one is aware of the necessity to take good care
of oneself, but also that one has the financial
and time resources to use the spa on a regular
basis. Second, the flood of current health care
and self-help literature includes titles such as
"Healing waters" ^ and "The healing energies
of water." ^ Unfortunately, what most of them
have in common is a surprisingly poor quality
regarding scientific method in support of the
claims made in these pages. Apparently, the
authors' goal is to appeal to their consumers'
own subjective experiences, their personal
memories, how they previously responded to
the undoubtedly relaxing qualities of water-
related health practices. But even strong sub-
jective agreement should not replace a formal
test of therapeutic efficacy acording to current
scientific standards. The current epidemiologic
paradigm is to compare groups of individuals
with regard to objective characteristics, while
poor-quality studies often rely entirely upon
uncontrolled case series of interventions and
reports of subjective experiences.
But even in the medico-scientific litera-
ture, the quality of published studies is often
not as good as one would hope. Arianne
Verhagen and colleagues recently summarized
their conclusions based on ten randomized
controlled trials designed to test the efficacy
of balneotherapy in arthritis patients:
One cannot ignore the positive findings
reported in most trials. However the
scientific evidence is weak because of
the poor methodological quality, the
absence of adequate statistical analysis,
and the absence, for the patient, of most
essential outcome measures (pain,
quality of life). Therefore, the noted
'positive findings" should be viewed
with caution.^
Another example is a recent study from
Austria, reporting a significant decrease in
blood pressure among individuals with ini-
tially medium-to-high blood pressure mea-
surements, but no changes among those with
low initial values. "^ Obviously, water may
have measurable effects on symptoms, but
whether it also has effects on the underlying
disease remains to be shown.
There are no scientific barriers whatsoever
that prevent the investigation of the effects of
balneotherapy on diseases, using valid up-to-
date study designs. In other words, there are
no barriers to prevent bringing together cur-
rent epidemiologic ("hard") method and al-
ternative/spiritual ("soft") variables. Indeed,
there is much need and a lot of room for such
research.
Meaning through Metaphor
I would now like to offer the hypothesis
that the following two-level metaphor or sym-
bolism contributes to water's important mean-
ing in the medical context: First, water as a
general concept is a symbol for the human
life-cycle embedded in natiu-e. Second, wa-
ter as a particular substance stands for con-
tinued re-creation.
Life-cycle embedded in nature
The following images may serve as illus-
trations supporting the first of the two sug-
gested metaphors, "water is life":
• some strongly believe that human be-
ings (phylogenetically speaking) came out of
the water, i.e. , the himian species developed
from marine ancestors;
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• at birth, our mothers' waters break; we
are expelled from the amniotic fluid in the
darkness of the womb into this world of air
and light, making an ontogenic transition from
an aquatic to an aerobic enviromnent;
• the use of water for cleansing in rituals
and other practices, such as for baptism as ini-
tiates enter the Christian community, and its
use in other rites of passage, and the regu-
larly repeated immersions in water to clean
the body (and other beloved things in our
lives) to maintain and protect us;
• the rhythms of human life are often com-
pared to the rhythms of nature, of which the
rhythms of the waters are an important part;
imagine the emotional appeal of the rich im-
agery of the tides going back and forth, the
sunshine and rain coming and going, the dry-
ing-up and re-filling of rivers with the chang-
ing seasons;
• the maintenance of bodily functions re-
lies heavily on the uptake and release of wa-
ter, another rhythm, where the water quite lit-
erally transcends our selves, flows through us.
carrying with it what is not needed, cleaning
us from the inside;
• the realization, even when we pause,
stand still, do not move, that we are composed
(in large part) of water; and last, but not least,
• the dissolving and decomposition of our
bodies after death in graves only a few feet
under the grass, readily accessible to the rain-
water from above, which finally carries our
selves to the deep, dark (ground-) waters of
the womb of mother earth. '° (Burials at sea
represent an even more direct return of the body
to the waters that connect all the ends of earth.)
It is this continuing relationship that
makes water a constant companion for our-
selves and a symbol for the full circle of our
lives.
Re-creation
Based on this symbolism, I further hypoth-
esize that at least some aspects inherent to
water can be viewed as a symbol for re-cre-
ation. By appreciating water, for example in
balneotherapy, we re-create ourselves...
• from the phylogenetic perspective, as if
we re-live the transition from fish to man;
• from the ontogenetic perspective, as if
we re-live the transition from the amniotic
fluid to the world outside the womb;
• from a religious perspective, as water
was a primary substance, apparently almost
prerequisite for all creation (for example, the
first chapter of Genesis teaches that the spirit
of God was moving over the face of the wa-
ters before any other order was introduced to
the world); and
• from the scientific perspective: hydro-
gen and oxygen atoms are probably among
the more important atoms when it comes to
the creation, sustaining, and development of
any life.
Healing ttirougli meaning
I would like to offer the concluding specu-
lation that the previously discussed two-level
symbolic or metaphorical framework has the
potential to re-unify individuals with their
lives, to re-create them, and bring about heal-
ing, so nicely defined by [theologian?] John
Pilch as the "restoration of meaning to life."
" What qualities of water would support this
speculation? Let me suggest that it is not in-
dividual qualities, but dyads of qualities that
symbolically unify human and divine char-
acteristics in one substance. Consider the fol-
lowing observations:
• water is clearly present, but somehow
ungraspable to our hands;
• water is exactly measurable in smaller
quantities, but somewhat immeasurable at
large;
• water can be solid or fluid, and as a va-
por, totally invisible;
• water is hard, but can be soft;
• water can take life, but it also sustains
life, gives life;
• water can give rise to complete darkness,
but it is also, at times, completely transparent.
In sum, based on its spectrum of charac-
teristics, water can be viewed as a strong sym-
bolic link between the human and the divine,
by incorporating qualities attributed to both
realms. As such, it is related to the re-cre-
ation of healthy himian beings in water-related
health practices, such as balneotherapy. This
view offers one explanation for water's po-
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tential contribution to healing via metaphor
or symbolism, above and beyond its contri-
butions to bodily cure. This theoretical frame-
work might be helpful in future research on
the role of water in healing and cure.
Verhagen, Arianne P, H. C. W. de Vet, R. A.
de Bie, A. G. H. Kessels. M. Boers, and P.
G. Knipschild "Balneotherapy for Rheu-
matoid Arthritis and Osteoarthritis." The
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
4 (2002) [a medical research review data-
base, published on the internet for subscrib-
ers].
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